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Colombia and Panama plan to complete the final stretch of the Pan American Highway by the end
of the decade, thereby allowing land transportation to transverse the North and South American
continents on 70,000 kilometers of roadway stretching from Alaska to Argentina. With the exception
of a 100 km. stretch near the border between Colombia and Panama, the intercontinental highway
was finished in 1969. Since then, several factors have blocked completion of the remaining stretch
of highway. On the one hand, multilateral lending agencies withheld project funds, pending
completion of comprehensive studies regarding the environmental impact the highway will have on
the dense jungle zones which hug the two nations' common border. On the other hand, since 1975
the US Department of Transportation placed a moratorium on all funding for the project, pending
Colombia's eradication of aphthous fever, or "foot and mouth disease," which in 1975 wiped out the
majority of Colombia's livestock along the Panamanian border. According to the US Department of
Agriculture (USDA), the dense jungle which separates the two countries acts as a barrier preventing
the disease from spreading north into Central America and Mexico. In 1991, however, the USDA
certified that Colombia had fully eradicated the disease in the border zones, and had implemented
sufficient safeguards to protect against the plague's spread northward should it again appear among
Colombia's cattle stocks. As a result, Panama and Colombia have now agreed to reinitiate efforts to
secure funding for completion of the final stretch of the highway. The project's cost is estimated at
about US$200 million, of which the Panamanian and Colombian governments will each contribute
US$50 million. The remaining funds would come from the US, and possibly multilateral lending
sources. Even if the US approves assistance, the two governments are likely to face heavy opposition
from domestic and international environmental groups, and possibly a boycott by multilateral
lending sources, since many of the environmental concerns that blocked the project in 1969 remain
valid. Environmental groups warn that road construction along the border, followed by heavy
commercial and private traffic once the highway is complete, would lead to rapid colonization and
deforestation throughout the area, endangering the unique biosphere which flourishes along the
common border. In addition, international groups have expressed concerns over the impact the
project will have on the indian communities living in the jungle zones. Three environmental impact
studies are presently underway: one financed by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP)
and two by the World Bank. (Sources: Spanish news service EFE, Notimex, 08/14/93)
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